The medical complaints and disciplinary process in New Zealand: doctors' suggestions for change.
To document New Zealand doctors' opinions about the complaints and disciplinary process, and to develop a proposal for change. A cross-sectional survey of New Zealand doctors randomly selected to include vocationally registered general practitioners, vocationally registered hospital-based specialists, and general registrants. Qualitative (thematic) analysis of written responses was used to categorise doctors' ideas about the complaints system, and to develop a proposal for change 453 doctors responded to the survey. Respondents were aware of the complexity of medicine, the fallibility of doctors, and of tension between societal expectations of care and their ability to meet those expectations. They perceived a societal culture of blame, and indicated that complaints should provide an opportunity for learning (for both complainants and doctors to be heard), and for a satisfactory outcome to be achieved for both doctors and complainants. They indicated that complaints should be resolved rapidly, that frivolous and vexatious complaints should be identified early in the process, and that the role of the media should be minimised. They indicated that the complaints process should be transparent, with complaints tribunals using appropriate advisors and standards of judgment. The proposal for change was a single point of entry for all complaints. New Zealand doctors are aware of the nature of the practice of medicine, and the sociopolitical context of the delivery of care. They support the notion of a Complaints Tribunal providing a single point of entry for all complaints, and which uses a process that is transparently appropriate for both doctors and complainants.